
TEXAS J. Sd.49(3) SUPPLEMENT:5-12 AUGUST,1997

STATUS OF THE LONGLEAF PINE FORESTS
OF THE WEST GULF COASTAL PLAIN

KennethW. Outcalt
USDA ForestService,SouthernResearchStation

Athens,Georgia 30602

Abstract.—Datafrom the USDAForestService,forestinventoryandanalysespermanent
field plot wereusedto trackchangesin longleafpine (PinuspalustrisMill.) communitiesin
Texasand Louisianabetween1985 and1995. The declineof longleafforesthascontinued
in Louisiana. Texas hadmuch less longleaf type in 1985,but unlike Louisianathere has
beenasmall increasein the areaoccupiedby longleafover the last 10 years.This was due
to an increaseof longleaf forest on public and forest industry owned lands. The greatest
lossesin the region over the last decadewerefrom private lands.

Longleafpine communitiesoncecoveredextensiveareasof the West
Gulf CoastalPlain. Texasand Louisianawere thoughtto havehad the
denseststandsover the most extensiveareas. Longleaf standsoften
failed to replace themselvesfollowing cutting and acreagedeclined
rapidly. By 1935 much of the virgin longleaf was gone and losses
continuedthroughthe following decades.

Intensive exploitation of longleaf forests, with little regard for
regeneration,beganin Virginia and North Carolina during colonial
times. Mohr (1888) very early concludedthat the prospectof main-
tainingthe longleafforestseemedhopeless.Longleafstandsoftenfailed
to replacethemselvesfollowing cuttingasthe morecompetitiveloblolly
pine (Pinus taeda L.) and hardwoodscapturedthe sites. Feralhogs
contributedto the declineby feedingheavily on longleafpine seedand
seedlings(Schwarz1907).

Longleafpine forestsoriginally coveredextensiveareasof the Gulf
CoastalPlain from Texasto Alabama (Wahlenberg1946). In the West
Gulf Coastal Plain the longleaf type occurred in 19 parishes in
Louisianaand 15 countiesin adjacentsoutheastTexas (Little 1971).
Mohr (1896) reported longleafacreageof 1,625,000north of the Red
River and2,668,000southof the river in Louisiana and2,890,000in
east Texas. The WestGulf Coastal Plain region was the last of the
longleafareasto be intensivelylogged(Landerset al. 1995). Froman
estimatedpre-loggedacreageof 7,183,000it was reducedto 1,642,400
(Eldredge1937; 1938; Cruikshank& Eldredge1939) by 1935.
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Figure 2. Loss

1955 to 1985 areadaptedfrom Kelly & Bechtold(1990).
are from surveysthat were completedfor Louisiana in
1995) and for Texasin 1992 (Miller & Hartsell 1992).

Datafor 1995
1991 (Rosson

Personnelconductedtheseinventorieson permanentsampleplots
systematicallydistributed acrosstimberlandto obtain a proportionate
sampleof all major forest types, sites, and ownershipclassesin the
region. Eachsampleplot representeda specific numberof equivalent
acresof timberlandfrom theentirepopulation. This number,termedthe
expansionfactor, had an averagevalue of 3,500acresfor sampleplots
located in longleafpine forest type in the West Gulf Coastal Plain.
Acreagetotals in this reportwere obtainedby summingthe expansion
factorsfor all plots wherelongleafpinecomprisedmorethan50% of the
tree cover. Thus, plots with somelongleaf pine, but dominatedby
hardwoodsor otherpines,basedon total basalarea,arenot includedin
this paper.

Data for the 1985 and 1995 surveycycles was collectedusing the
following system. At eachsamplelocation, a multi-point clusterplot
was usedto collectdataon a representativesampleof trees. Trees5.0
inchesin diameterandlargerwere selectedusing a basal-areafactorof
37.5squarefeetper acre. Treessmallerthan5.0 inchesweretallied on
small, fixed plots that sharedcommonpoint centerswith eachvariable

1955 1965 1975

Year

of longleafpinetype in westGulf CoastalPlain.

1985 1995
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Table 1. Recent changes in longleaf pine acreagein the west Gulf Coastal Plain by
ownershipandstate.

Ownership Louisiana Texas

1985 1995 1985 1995
-Acres-

Public
Private
Forest Industry

71,700
103,100
98,200

73,600
65,600
68,800

6,100
17,200
11,400

11,100
11,100
22,800

Total 273,000 208,000 34,700 45,000

occupiedby longleafover the lastdecade. However, of the 15 Texas
countiesin the original rangeaccordingto Little (1971), only four still
havedetectableamountsof longleafforest. Most of the longleafforest
in the WestGulf CoastalPlainis still from naturalregeneration,75 % in
Louisianaand73 % in Texas. The numberof acresof plantedstandsis
increasing,however.

Longleaf forestshave remainedstableon public lands in the West
Gulf CoastalPlainof Louisianawhile increasingin Texasover the last
decade(Table 1). Forestindustryhasless longleafforest in Louisiana
now comparedto 1985, but in Texastheyhave increasedthe amountof
longleaf. As is true acrossthe range,therehasbeena continuedloss of
longleaf from privately owned lands during the last 10 years in both
LouisianaandTexas. The loss on privatelandsis lessof a problemin
Texasbecauseprivateownersonly control 25 % of the remaininglong-
leafforest. Forestindustrycontrols50% of the remaininglongleafarea
and the other 25% of the longleaf forest is in public ownership. In
Louisiana however, the longleaf-containingarea is equally divided
betweenforest industry,privateandpublicownershipwith eachcontrol-
ling aboutonethird. Most of the currentlongleafis larger, sawtimber
sizedtreesin bothLouisiana(81%) and Texas(64%) (Table 2). Long-
leaf reproductionin the seedlingandsaplingsizeclassesoccupiesonly
13% of the longleafareas.

DIsCussioN

Of the 74 million acresof pre-coloniallongleafforest (Frost 1993)
4% were in Texasand6% in Louisianawest of the MississippiRiver.
Thus the WestGulf CoastalPlainregiononcecontained10% of all the
longleafhabitat. In 1995 Louisianahad 7% of all remaininglongleaf
typeand4.8% of its original longleafacreage,but Texashadonly 1.5%
of its original amount. Therefore,other thanVirginia, which has lost
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for by plantations,likely resultedfrom managementpracticessuch as
selectiveharvesting or timber stand improvement cuts that favored
longleaf and removedhardwoods. Prescribedburning can also favor
longleaf pine over other species. Collectively these management
practices areresultingin longleafpinedominatinga few moreacres.

Loss of longleaf habitat from private lands is a continuing process
acrossthe entirenaturalrange. A majority of the remaininglongleafin
the WestGulf CoastalPlain is aging secondgrowth of the sawtimber
size class. Becauseof the increasingvalue of this material there is
increasingeconomicincentivefor private individuals to harvestsuch
stands. Availability of pertinentinformationwould allow landownersto
makeinformedchoicesand could be usedto encouragethe regeneration
back to longleaffollowing harvestof thesestands. The concernsand
motivationsof theseprivateownersmust be addressedif one hopesto
maintainthe longleafforesttheypresentlyown in the WestGulf Coastal
Plain.
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